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Discover a New World of Reading
Making the Case for Graphic Novels as “Real”
Books in Secondary Education
Amanda Melilli
Head, Teacher Development & Resources Library

Definitions
Sequential Art: “Juxtaposed pictorial and other images in deliberate sequence,
intended to convey information and/or to produce an aesthetic response from
the viewer” (McCloud, 1993, p. 9).
Comics: A medium of narrative storytelling/information sharing which uses
sequential art.
Comic Books: Magazine style, individual issues of content in the comic medium.
Graphic Novels: Bound volumes of content in the comic medium. Sometimes
made up of multiple comic books. Sometimes an entire work unto themselves.

Sequential Art

Comics

Comic Books

(Alternate Reality Comics,
2019)

Graphic Novels

Web Comics

Comic Strips

(Allison, 2009)

(McDonell, 2019)

The Danger of A single story

Chimamanda Adichie
“The single story creates
stereotypes and the problem
with stereotypes is not that
they are untrue but that they
are incomplete, they make one
story become the only story”
(Adichie, 2009).
Adichie was talking about stories
in relation to people, but it applies
to how we see the world in
general.

What do you think of when you hear
the word

Comics
?

Is it something like this?

Or this?

(Schulz, C., & Dell Publishing Company, 2018)

What about this?

Or this?

This?

Or even this?

Why one story and not the other?
Easiest story to ﬁnd.
It’s everywhere.

These stories take effort to
be exposed to.

Why do we equate comics to being juvenile?
A Quick History Lesson

What Educators Were starting to see...
●

Favorite leisure reading activity for kids (Witty, 1941).

●

Led kids to create their own comics (Witty, 1941).

●

Good for “remedial readers” (Hutchinson, 1949; Sones, 1944; Strang, 1943)

●

Could link kids to traditional books or subjects based on comic book interest. (Hutchinson,
1949; Sones, 1944; Strang, 1943)

●

Could be applied to subjects across the curriculum (Hutchinson, 1949)

●

Contained substantial grade level reading experiences (Thorndike, 1941).

●

Made different subjects more interesting than “formal” education (Hutchinson, 1949)

●

Important for meeting the reading needs of all readers (Sones, 1944).

●

Important for social/emotional development (Bender, 1944)

So What Happened?

Comic Book Industry Started to
Change...
New genres were introduced with a target on a new
reading audience:
●
●

Older teens who grew up on superhero
comics as kids.
Veterans returning home from WWII.

New popular genres included: romance, horror, and
true crime (Tilley, 2012, p. 384).

(Kirby & Simon, 1941)

The “Public” Became COncerned
While publishers intended these new genres for older audiences, it
did not stop youth from getting a hold of them:
“Throughout the 1940s and early 1950s, librarians, educators, police
ofﬁcers, pharmacists, religious leaders, and many other concerned
adults spoke out about children's seemingly insatiable reading
appetite for the inexpensive, four-color tales of superheroes, funny
animals, jungle queens, and gangsters” (Tilley, 2012, p. 388-389)

GateKeepers and Fredric Wertham
Seduction of the Innocent, 1954
● Any comic that depicted crime contributed to
juvenile delinquency.
● A public health concern.
● Praised by librarians, child advocates, literary critics,
etc. 1
● Book of the year by the National Education
Association.1
Expert witness for the televised Senate Subcommittee
on Juvenile Delinquency (1954).
1

(Tilley, 2012, p. 384 -385)

Comic Code Authority
● Comic book industry’s attempt to escape
government regulation.
● “Comics books received the Seal of
Approval only if they were suitable for the
youngest readers” (Nyberg, 2019)
● Determined who would sell issues and
advertisements.
● Ofﬁcially ended in 2011.

(Nyberg, 2019)

And don’t worry...
Wertham falsiﬁed much of his “ﬁndings.”
Tilley, C. (2012). Seducing the Innocent: Fredric Wertham and the Falsiﬁcations That
Helped Condemn Comics. Information & Culture: A Journal of History, 47(4), 383-413.
“This article documents speciﬁc examples of how Wertham manipulated, overstated,
compromised, and fabricated evidence—especially that evidence he attributed to
personal clinical research with young people—for rhetorical gain” (p. 383)

Issues with Comics Today
Society still
predominantly sees
comics as being juvenile
reading activity.
But in education...
Pictures = Cheating!!!
(Melilli, & Green, 2018)

Reading Level Metrics Cannot Account for
the Complexity of Reading Images
.

(Melilli, & Green, 2018)

It’s time to change the single
story
Comics are a Complex Narrative Format

Scott McCloud
Understanding Comics: The
Invisible Art
● Published in 1993.
● Considered a foundational
piece in the analysis of
sequential art.
● Written in the comics medium.
● Addresses the mental effort
needed by the reader to create
meaning
(McCloud, 1993)

McCloud - Closure
McCloud expands on Gestalt’s principle of closure: “Observing the parts but
perceiving the whole.”
The reader is a part of the meaning making experience:
“There lies a medium of communication and expression which uses closure like
no other… A medium where the audience is a willing and conscious collaborator
and closure is the agent of change, time, and motion” (McCloud, 1993, p.65).

(McCloud, 1993, p.64)

McCloud - Transitions in the gutter
Moment to Moment

(Walden, 2018, p. 532)

Action to Action

(Chanani, 2017, p. 11)

Subject to Subject

(Medina, Robinson, Jennings, &
Stevenson, (2017), p. 2)

McCloud - Transitions in the gutter
Scene to Scene

(Folman, A., Frank, A., & Polonsky, D.,
2018, p. 16)

Aspect to Aspect:

(Tagame, 2017, p. 91)

Non-Sequitur:

(McCloud, 1993, p.72)

MCCloud - Perception
of Time

Panels do not
necessarily represent a
single moment in time.

(Georges, 2017, p.139)

MCCloud - Perception of Time

Panels can be used
in different ways to
give a sense of time.

(McCloud, 1993, p.101)

Time - Perception of Time

Dialogue and images do
not have to take place at
the same time or place.

(Anashin, 2019, p. 40)

Complex Yet Efficient
StoryTelling
Monstress Vol. 2
●
●
●

Worldbuilding
Character building
4 different conversations
told on one page.

What made it effective in this
format instead of prose?
Bonus: What image do you have
in your head? Is it of the entire
deck of the ship even though you
never saw it in its entirety?
(Liu, 2017, p. 35 )

Visual Language Theory

Neil Cohn - Hypothesis
Visual Languages exists and are bound
by their own grammar.
The brain processes this grammar in
similar cognitive ways as other
languages.
“ Different domains make use of the
same cognitive resources…, but do so in
ways that are unique to their particular
modalities” (Cohn, 2013, p. 133).
(Cohn, n.d.b)

Cohn - Methods

(Cohn, n.d.a)

Cohn - Comics as a Visual Language
“Transitions cannot account for connections between panels that extend beyond
adjacent relationships” (Cohn, 2013, p. 67).

(Cohn, 2013, p. 66)

The reader is not just creating meaning between two panels in the gutter but across
the entire narrative. How?
Visual Narrative Grammar
“Languages use a system of rules and constraints for sequential expressions of
meaning” (Cohn, 2013, p. 4).

Cohn - Panels as Grammar
Panels serve grammatical functions:

(Cohn, 2015, p. 15)

Cohn - Effects on Cognitive Processing
N 400 effect

P600 effect

Violation of meaning.

Violation of syntax.

Ex. The cat baked the food.

Ex. The cat eating the food.

The cat baking the food.
Evokes both an N400 & P600 effect (Cohn, 2013, p125-126)

(Cohn, et al., 2012, p. 41).

Cohn - Your Brain on Comics
Structural and dual violations used “initials”
panels instead of “peak” panels.
“The cat ate the food.”

Panels that violated the structural grammar
evoked a P600 effect, but not those with
semantic violations. (Cohn, 2013, p. 128).
Evoked the same N400 and P600 effects as
when reading meaning/grammatical errors
in written language.

“The cat baked the food.”

“The cat eating the food.”

“The cat baking the food.”

(Cohn, et al., 2013, p. 125).

Cohn - Fluency
Cohn proposes that understanding visual narrative grammar involves
developing ﬂuency:
●
●

Found a correlation between brain waves/reaction times and
graphic novel reading experience (Cohn, 2014).
Studies in Japan by Jun Nakazawa found (as cited by Cohn, 2103, p.
111):
○ Inference abilities increase with age and comic reading
experience.
○ Comic reading experience positively impacts eye-movement.
○ Comic reading experience positively impacts comprehension
and recall.

Graphic Novels are Not
“Cheating”

Complex Narrative Medium
●

Comic illustrations do not simply illustrate the text. Require
active inference from the reader to create meaning (McCloud).

●

Comic narratives have a visual grammar which require readers
to use similar cognitive functioning as verbal grammar in order
to process (Cohn).

●

The comic medium requires practice and exposure in order to
develop ﬂuency (Cohn & Nakazawa).

And we haven’t even gotten to the importance of multimodal literacy
development and the impact on reading motivation!

Multimodal literacy in the classroom
Worth a Thousand Words: Using Graphic Novels to Teach
Visual and Verbal Literacy (Jaffe & Hurwich, 2019.
The multimodal nature of graphic novels:
●
●
●
●
●
●

Increases vocabulary and language use.
Increases visual literacy.
Is effective at teaching literary devices.
Reinforces sequencing skills.
Increases comprehension and critical thinking.
Enhances memory.

Remember This?
●

Favorite leisure reading activity for kids (Witty, 1941).

●

Led kids to creating their own comics (Witty, 1941).

●

Good for “remedial readers” (Hutchinson, 1949; Sones, 1944; Strang, 1943)

●

Could link kids to traditional books or subjects based on comic book interest. (Hutchinson,
1949; Sones, 1944; Strang, 1943)

●

Could be applied to subjects across the curriculum (Hutchinson, 1949)

●

Contained substantial grade level reading experiences (Thorndike, 1941).

●

Made different subjects more interesting than “formal” education (Hutchinson, 1949)

●

Important for meeting the reading needs of all readers (Sones, 1944).

●

Important for social/emotional development (Bender, 1944)

More and more research is backing up these claims today

Where do I start?

100 Book Challenge
How do I become a better evaluator of books representing Indigenous
identities?
●

Read 100 books by indigenous authors. (Jones, Smith, Gansworth,
Quigley, & Bruchac, 2018)

Can be applied to any unfamiliar area of literature, including graphic
novels.
Make it a goal to read 100 graphic novels!

Format Does not equate to Genre
Pick graphic novels based on how you would pick a prose book.
What genres/topics do you like?
●
●
●
●
●
●
●

Literary adaptations
Memoir
Autobiography/biography
Nonﬁction
Informational
Coming of Age
Slice of Life

●
●
●
●
●
●

Contemporary Realistic
Fiction
Super Heroes
Fantasy
Sci-Fi
Mystery
Horror

Remember: If you are new to graphic novels, you will need to
develop some comic ﬂuency. Some titles will be harder to read
than others. Stick with it!

Where to find Graphic Novel Suggestions?
YALSA’s Great Graphic Novels for Teens:
http://www.ala.org/yalsa/great-graphic-novels
Eisner Awards:
https://www.comic-con.org/awards/eisner-awards-current-i
nfo
No Flying No Tights: http://www.noﬂyingnotights.com/
The TDRL Children’s/Young Adult Literature Guide:
http://guides.library.unlv.edu/cyalit/gn

Our job is to educate ourselves AND others.
What single story do your administrators, colleagues, and
parents know when it comes to comics?
What can you do to change that single story?

Comics referenced in presentation (page 1)
Allison, J. (2009). Bad machinery: The short preamble. Retrieved from
http://scarygoround.com/badmachinery/index.php?date=20090921.
Anashin, (2019). Waiting for spring. Volume 10. New York, NY: Kodansha Comics.
Chanani, N. (2017). Pashmina. New York, NY: First Second,
Folman, A., Frank, A., & Polonsky, D. (2018). Anne Frank's diary : The graphic adaptation. New
York, NY: Pantheon Books
Georges, N. (2017). Fetch : How a bad dog brought me home : A graphic memoir. New York, NY
: Mariner Books.
Kirby, J., & Simon, J. (1941) Captain America comics #1. New York, NY: Marvel Comics.
Krosoczka, J. (2018). Hey, kiddo : How I lost my mother, found my father, and dealt with family
addiction. New York, NY : Graphix.
Lewis, J., Aydin, A., Powell, N., & Walton, L. (2016). March. Book three. Marietta, GA : Top Shelf
Productions.
Liu, M. (2017). Monstress: The blood. Portland, OR: Image Comics.
McCloud, S. (1993). Understanding comics. Northampton, MA: Kitchen Sink Press.
McDonell, P. (2019). May 16 2019, daily comic strip. Retrieved from
https://mutts.com/product/strip-051619/.

Comics referenced in presentation (page 2)
Medina, T., Robinson, S., Jennings, J., & Stevenson, B. (2017). I am Alfonso Jones. New York,
NY: Tu Books.
Schulz, C., & Dell Publishing Company. (2018). Peanuts Dell archive. Los Angeles: KaBOOM
Spiegelman, A. (1986). Maus I : A survivor's tale : My father bleeds history. New York, NY:
Pantheon Books.
Stevenson, N. (2015). Nimona. New York, NY : HarperTeen.
Tagame, Ishii, & Ishii, Anne. (2017). My brother's husband. Volume 1. New York, NY: Pantheon
Books.
Walden, T. (2018). On a sunbeam. New York, NY: First Second.
Yang, G., & Pien, L. (2006). American born Chinese. New York, NY: First Second.
Yang, G., & Pien, L. (2013). Saints. New York, NY: First Second.
Yang, G., & Pien, L. (2013). Boxers. New York, NY: First Second.
Yang, G., & Holmes, M. (2016). Secret coders: Paths & portals. New York, NY: First Second.

Sources (page 1)
Adichie, Chimamanda Ngozi. (2009, October 7). The danger of a single story [Video File].
Retrieved from https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=D9Ihs241zeg&feature=youtu.be.
Alternate Reality Comics. (2019). Retrieved from
https://scontent-lax3-1.xx.fbcdn.net/v/t1.0-9/59881913_10157693233028465_69304
16347595669504_o.jpg?_nc_cat=104&_nc_ht=scontent-lax3-1.xx&oh=6d90e89614508
8c93e8c5ad6895b1a94&oe=5D6F48FA.
Bender, L. (1944). The psychology of children's reading and the comics. The Journal of
Educational Sociology, 18(4), 223-231.
Cohn, N. (2014). The Visual Language Fluency Index. Retriend from
http://www.thevisuallinguist.com/2014/04/the-visual-language-ﬂuency-index.html.
Cohn, N. (n.d). Visual language research. Retrieved from
http://www.visuallanguagelab.com/research.html.
Cohn, N. (n.d). What is “visual language”?. Retrieved from
http://www.visuallanguagelab.com/vislang.html.
Cohn, N. (2015). How to analyze visual narratives: A tutorial in Visual Narrative Grammar.
Retrieved from http://www.visuallanguagelab.com/P/VNG_Tutorial.pdf.
Cohn, N., Jackendoff, Ray, Kuperberg, Gina R., Eddy, Marianna, & Holcomb, Phillip. (2012).
Structure, Meaning, and Constituency in Visual Narrative Comprehension, ProQuest
Dissertations and Theses.
Hutchinson, K. (1949). An Experiment in the use of Comics as Instructional Material. The
Journal of Educational Sociology, 23(4), 236-245.

Sources (page 2)
Jaffe, M., & Hurwich, T. (2019). Worth a thousand words : Using graphic novels to teach visual
and verbal literacy. San Francisco, CA : Jossey-Bass
Jones, A. Smith, C., Gansworth, E., Quigley, D. & Bruchac, J. (2018, June). Native YA Today:
Contemporary Indigenous Voices and Heroes for the 21st Century and Beyond.
Presented at the American Library Association Annual Conference & Exhibition, New
Orleans, LA.
Melilli, A. & Green, H. (2018, June). Undiscovered formats for undiscovered readers:
Cultivating reading motivation with Hi-Lo ﬁction, light novels, and graphic novels.
Presented at the Summit on the Research And Teaching of Young Adult Literature, Las
Vegas, NV.
Nyberg, A.K. (2019). Comics Code history: The seal of approval. Retrieved from
http://cbldf.org/comics-code-history-the-seal-of-approval/.
Sones, W. (1944). The Comics and Instructional Method. The Journal of Educational Sociology,
18(4), 232-240.
Strang, R. (1943). Why Children Read the Comics. The Elementary School Journal, 43(6),
336-342.
Thorndike, R. (1941). Words and the Comics. The Journal of Experimental Education, 10(2),
110-113.
Tilley, C. L. (2012). Seducing the innocent: Fredric Wertham and the falsiﬁcations that helped
condemn comics. Information & Culture, 47 (4), 383-413.
Witty, P. (1941). Children’s Interest in Reading the Comics. Journal of Experimental Education,
10(2), 100-104.

Questions?

